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What it is a peer learning method? 

The present "age of information" and the rapid development of new technologies are changing our lives at a very fast pace. The education is also a part of those changes. 

The education today – means a big challenge. It needs to find the way to combine the process of knowledge acquisition with new technologies that have become inseparable part of our students' lives, taking more and more of free time, which should be devoted to their learning process. 
We can easily notice that today's popular social networking sites such as Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Twittter attract the attention of young people much more than the traditional learning at school. How can we deal with this situation? The solution must include the new methods which include to a certain extent using of modern media. One of such methods is "peer learning" method.
 "Peer learning" method is directed to those students, whose main goal is to share and acquire the knowledge in an informal way, based on their own analysis and experiences – in direct opposition to the learning “by heart” all the information included in the textbooks. Of course, the transfer of students’ knowledge can be direct (at school during some extracurricular activities) or by the use of new technologies or social networking sites, it could be the result of real discussions between the classmates or just the discussions with many peers on the online forums. We mustn’t forget the other advantages of peer learning method like: supporting teamwork, deepening understanding of the learning content, improving the problem-solving skills and – last but not least - the improvement of ability to own expression. 

The key to understanding the necessity of using of this method is the definition of the new generation, the Internet generation. Young people not only use the network, they just live in it, they start friendships, exchange experiences, discuss even the most important issues. At the same time, the ability to find the information is the most natural thing for them. This ability of finding wanted information from different sources and its verification is the crucial step in the conscious learning process. Therefore, we – as teachers - should support it in any possible way. 

One of the methods using those phenomena is the peer learning method. The classmates or schoolmates can collectively search for answers on the Internet, they may, sharing the same interests, refer to the same examples or experiences from school life or from their family lives. Sometimes, watching a short video on the YouTube's showing the chemistry experiment will appeal to a teenager more quickly than a long lasting lecture of the teacher.
In this process, the teacher’s role is not to be just a source of knowledge but also to be a verifier (especially if it comes from a variety of sources from the Internet) or the guide in the world of knowledge. Is the teacher still necessary in this process? The answer is positive – who else can explain any possible doubts, who else can answer the questions or just provide the necessary information which makes the process of learning much easier and more effective. 

To whom is the peer learning method addressed?
First of all to those students who have trouble with current or already taught material. These problems can result from various kinds of educational disorders or sometimes simply because of a longer illness or school absence. But there is another group of students who should show their interest in the peer learning method. Those are students who just have problems with understanding mathematics or writing essays, analysis of poetry, or understanding the chemical molecules. They  can be perfectly healthy, average students who simply does not understand those issues. Such people also need help from the teacher and/or help from their peers. Very often the peer learning method is much more effective than a typical lecture given by a teacher.

What are the most popular sources of school failures?
Learning problems may concern the student himself, his developmental disabilities or not very good condition of the students’ senses and their integration. Very often the problems at school may also result from the students’ environment. Noise, lack of appropriate learning conditions, inappropriate teacher approach also contribute to ineffective education of children.

According to the portal parenting.pl, children with visual, auditory, motor skills deficits, with sensory integration disorders and lateralization present a number of school problems. Some children can’t cope with mathematics, showing symptoms of dyscalculia, others are diagnosed with dyslexia, dysgraphia or dysorthographia. Still others are unable to concentrate on the lesson because of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

The project Erasmus+ “We can do it together”
The Erasmus + Project "We can do it together", in which our school has been involved since 2015 as one of its main aims, has made peer learning support. The entire project was addressed to two groups of students – first were the students at risk of social exclusion, premature school leaving or specific learning disabilities. The second group of students were those talented ones, who wanted to participate in peer learning support on a voluntary basis.

At the very beginning of this Erasmus+ project in our school, the school coordinator asked the form teachers to select the students from each class to both groups. Due to the duration of the project (two years) the offer was addressed to pupils from classes 4 to 6 in the primary schools (age:  11-13 years) and classes 1 and 2 in junior secondary school (age: 14-15 years).
 Considering that the peer assistance is most effective when it is provided by peers attending the same classes (shared experiences, same teachers and textbooks), our Erasmus+ team decided to involve in the project the helping students from different age groups (on average, two in each class) .
The form teachers selected 20 gifted students from each class and 58 students at the risk of failure at school.
The next step was the organization of a  meeting with the parents of students proposed by the teachers, during which they could express their acceptance or refusal  for their children participation in the project. While all parents of talented pupils supported the decision of the teachers and their children, five parents of the students with school problems refused their children participation in the project, claiming that the support provided in the project is not necessary for their children. As a result, in the project were involved 20 talented pupils and 53 pupils at risk of learning failure. This was 41% of all pupils in the classes where the project was run (179 pupils). At the same time, the number of pupils at risk of failure at school (in the classes included in the project) was 58 students, so in the project took part 91% of them.
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As it was mentioned earlier, the goal of peer learning support is to share knowledge between the students, the teachers’ help was from time to time indispensable. Due to it our school involved in the “We can do it together” project the teachers of Polish, English, German languages, Mathematics, Science, Biology, Chemistry and ICT. This way, the students participating in the project were provided with additional support from the teachers of most subjects taught in our school. Both, helping students and supporting teachers, as a reward for their hard systematically done work got the possibility to take part in transnational project meeting, short-term exchanges of groups of pupils and short-term joint staff training events, which took place during the realization of the projects in all partner countries (Romania, Greece, Italy, Poland, Slovenia and Portugal). 


During two years of the project “We can do it together”, students from our school had the opportunity to meet their classmates five times a week, at which they were obliged to meet at least once a week for typical peer learning support, and the other four for the joint work of talented students and the students with school problems - with the support of the teachers (if necessary). Most of the students met twice to four times a week (93%), or more often if needed. Sometimes students also met in their houses, especially those who lived quite close to each other. This was especially the case during the joint preparation of some projects in English which were made in mixed teams of strong and weak students. we have to mention the use of social media, such as Facebook, newsgroups, the Messenger app, and the YouTube channel.

Since parts of knowledge in some of the subjects are especially difficult for both kinds of students, weak and strong ones, who have been participating in the project “We can do it together”, the helping students together with the significant support of their teachers have developed sets of special tasks used for explaining those difficult parts of different subjects for their weaker classmates. Sample task sets are included in the second part rest of this article.

To popularise the project “We can do it together”, our school prepared two competitions open to all the students of our schools (not only for project participants) - the first in the school year 2015/16 with the topic “The most popular sport in my school and in my country”. The results of the competition were the short essays in English and in form of the posters. The best works were presented on the board next to the entrance to school in so called Erasmus+ Corner, visible for students, parents and other guests. Those works were also scanned and uploaded to the project’s website and to the TwinSpace. The second competition in school year 2016/17 concerned the idea of ​​volunteering and helping the school- and classmates (in everyday life but also at school) and was conducted among youngest pupils (age 6 to 9) in form of a poster. 

Among the students participating in the project 36 of them (69%) have dysfunctions that cause learning problems. At the same time, those are 87% of students with dysfunctions in our schools in the classes where the project is run. To work with those students according to their needs the support of the teachers and school psychologist was essential. 
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The results of students who were at risk of failure in the process of education and were taking part in the project were also examined. Initially, most of them (97% of weaker students) were at risk of not getting the promotion to the higher class (checked in the middle of the first term of the project). Thanks to participation in the project, most of those students were successful, so that 91% of weaker students avoid the bad marks from different subjects at the end of the first term and 98% got promotion to the upper class at the end of the first year of the project. Unfortunately, three students participating in the project failed and remained in the same class.
The results of the weaker students in the second year of the project proved to be better. While still most of supported students got the lowest positive marks, some of them were getting higher grades in different subjects. At the same time there was a decrease in the number of students at risk of not getting the promotion to higher class (79% at the end of first term of the second year of the project, and 74% at the end of the year –checked in the middle of the second term). We hope that this year all the students participating in the project will be promoted to a higher grade or will be able to graduate from school.

The participation in the project had also a positive impact on students providing peer learning support. 100% of the surveyed students noted that participation in the classes when they had to prepare themselves to share their knowledge in the most accessible and understandable way to their classmates, changed their attitude towards learning, improved understanding of those subjects and improved relations between both groups of the students. For 94% of them the aspect of working as a volunteer in the project was as important as the ability to travel abroad and establish new contacts with their peers from other countries across Europe. The Erasmus+ project “We can do it together”  increased the sensitivity to the needs of others, giving the chance to realise that there are  some classmates, who suffer to different limitation due to their dysfunctions. This awareness , in opinion of the helping students, is as important as the improvement of their linguistic competences, increase of their independence and life skills and awareness of belonging to the family of European citizens.

The positive impact was also observed in families of students participating in the Erasmus+ project “We can do it together”.  On the basis of questionnaires addressed to those parents, 92% of them noted the increased time which their children devoted to learning and the overall improvement in their school performance. Most parents have also noticed a positive change in the attitude of their children towards volunteering and helping the weaker.
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